isuses of achievement tests are bobbing up across the educational landscape like the water-carrying brooms in Walt Disney's version of The Sorcerer's Apprentice. I find it hard to reconcile the rising tide of test misuse with my belief in the value of test performances, along with other relevant information, in making highstakes decisions about individual students. The AERA position statement may help stem the flood: High standards for test use support high educational standards for all.
State representatives have been involved in the review of both of these documents, and states have been supportive of both. Indeed, the elements set forth in the position statement are very similar to those that would be listed for the sound implementation of standards-based reform efforts or accountability systems.
Like the content standards established for students, the statement represents the goals toward which states and their contractors are working. The statement reflects what is desired for all state tests and assessments. But just as all students have not yet met the standards, not all state tests and assessments will immediately meet the goals contained in this statement.
States and their contractors must continue to work toward the goals, striving to modify existing programs and measures and to construct new ones that do meet the goals-just as we are asking students (as well as teachers and administrators) to continue to work toward the high standards that have been set out for them. In some instances, it also means seeking legislative changes. That is the reality of our current world-imperfect as it might be.
Like students, state testing and assessment programs should not be "condemned" for initially failing to meet the goals expressed in the AERA position statement. Rather, their progress toward the goals should be monitored, with assistance and support being provided. An appropriate role for the research community is that of the constructive critic, providing assistance and support while monitoring progress.
If the research community chooses to view the AERA position statement as representing "absolute conditions" that must be met before a state can use a test or implement a new program, then it becomes a potential weapon for the critics of standards-based reform that may be used to attack reform efforts across the country and erode public support for standards-based reform. Under these circumstances, the research community may be viewed as a destructive criticdespite the ethical intentions embodied in the AERA position statement. T he AERA statement on high-stakes testing is a welcome contribution to the public debate. In particular, it clarifies an ambiguity in the Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing by explaining that providing multiple opportunities to take a test does not circumvent the injunction not to make decisions "on the basis of test scores alone." Because of this point and its general clarity on a variety of other key assessment issues, the AERA statement is helpful. In the face of far too much testing with far too severe consequences, the AERA positions, if implemented, would be a step forward relative to current practice.
WAYNE MARTIN
However, several critical issues remain unaddressed. First, what is the appropriate use of tests in education? For example, the statement refers to using tests as "part of making high-stakes decisions," but it does not clarify a boundary between acceptable and unacceptable weightings for tests. FairTest believes that standardized tests should be used as no more than a very limited source of information in educational decision-making.
At present, the other most important use of educational tests is to define and control curriculum and instruction. FairTest believes this is an egregious misuse of tests that has consistently damaging consequences for student learning, particularly for low-income and minority-group students (Neill, 2000) . While the AERA position statement does call for avoiding "a narrowing of the curriculum" as well as for ongoing study of the effects of testing, it fails to challenge the flawed assumptions underlying test-driven "reform."
Finally, will the AERA take public steps to help stop the misuse of tests? FairTest urges the AERA to actively rally its members and the institutions for which they work to become publicly engaged in the issue. The AERA also should devote resources to disseminating its position to federal and state policymakers. Such endeavors would begin to put some teeth into the statement.
In sum, while FairTest believes the AERA should go further in working to stop the harmful consequences of the overreliance on tests, the current statement makes a useful contribution within the current political context. Its ultimate impact, however, will depend on whether the AERA actively takes its position into the policy arena.
MONTY NEILL
Executive Director, FairTest I applaud AERA's efforts in laying forth a policy for highstakes test use. As both a co-author of a test that has been used for making such decisions and a measurement specialist who has had to face both the unintended and intended consequences of high-stakes testing, my own personal position would have been more restrictive.
AERA's policy as written provides considerable guidance regarding responsible high-stakes test use. As such testing is currently played out, all educational parties have too often poorly served the needs of many of our student learners. In the wake of our profession's silence with the best intentions in mind, many policymakers forged ahead to implement high-stakes test use. Their solo journeys are failing miserably. Tests were seen as a perfect tool for reforming a struggling system. Perhaps these instruments were sold too well, using marketing strategies that bestowed their virtues and underplayed their imperfections for accountability purposes. Although it would have been desirable to have had professional guidance usher in or deter the implementation of high-stakes uses of tests, it is never too late to provide such leadership.
AERA's policy as written should be easily understood by its intended audiences. However, specific implementations of high-stakes testing programs will most likely require additional support. Professionals who are knowledgeable of the strengths and limitations of tests would best identify such support.
The policy does fail to specifically consider the use of a test as one indicator in a multiple measures assessment system. The crafting of any such policy must carefully consider the realities: multiple measures (e.g., teacher ratings, course grades, standardized tests) are indeed often used in making placement, promotion, or graduation decisions. Such decisions are sometimes challenged and/or reversed on the basis of a subsequent single achievement indicator; too often, a score from a single test is that indicator. Any one of these indicators used in isolation is problematic.
What has been learned by implementation of high-stakes testing has come at the expense of too many children. The control and use of the tools that are built and sold does not rest in the hands of the measurement community. If testing experts are unable or unwilling to provide useful information on how such tests might best be used, others will. If we do not take the lead in teaching responsible and valid uses of tests, our voices will continue to be unheard. High-stakes decisions about schools and students will be made whether or not tests are involved. Some people act as though getting rid of high-stakes assessment will also get rid of bad decisions about students and schools. That is simply not true. The question is, can high-stakes assessment improve student achievement of worthwhile content? I think it can. To make that happen requires avoiding standardsbased reform on the cheap. Simply using an off-the-shelf test for grade retention is not nearly good enough. On the other hand, requiring a perfect solution to every conceptual and technical problem, before doing anything, will result in nothing ever getting done.
AUDREY L. QUALLS
In the complexity of designing and implementing a useful high-stakes assessment program, it is easy to lose the forest for the trees. There are three essential criteria for a highquality, high-stakes assessment program. First, the program must set a good target. The assessment must demand an ambitious, worthwhile curriculum. Second, the program should be symmetric. Schooling at its best involves students and educators working together to produce high levels of student achievement. A high-stakes assessment program should not hold students accountable without holding educators accountable for achievement, as well; and the reverse is equally true. Third, the high-stakes assessment program must be fair. There are two huge issues of fairness, one for students and one for schools. If students are to be held accountable, then they must have an adequate opportunity to learn the material being tested. If schools are to be held accountable, then they must be provided the tools to be effective: materials, technology, professional development, and the like. Not only would it be unfair to hold schools accountable without providing them appropriate resources, it would also likely have only a minimal effect on student achievement.
States and school districts that use the AERA position statement to guide their practices will be doing high-stakes assessment right. The results should be better student achievement on more challenging content, and a narrowing of the achievement gap between students from more affluent and less affluent families.
ANDREW PORTER Professor, University of Wisconsin-Madison;
President-Elect, AERA
